THEY DIED WITH THEIR BOOTS ON.

By Gerard J. St. John


Last night the Phillies did not play well.  It was early in the game when I sought an alternative and changed channels.  Turner Classic Movies was irresistible; “They Died With their Boots On,” starring Errol Flynn.  The movie was about Custer’s last stand.  Years ago, I saw it at the Forum Movie Theater, at Frankford Avenue at Bridge Street during its first run in the neighborhood theaters.  It was the only time that I was in the Forum Theater.  I was six years old.  

My next-door neighbor Bud Wilson invited me to that movie.  Bud was about 19-years old.  He was the kind of person that you think of in nostalgic memories of the old neighborhood.  He smiled a lot, and always seemed to enjoy being with you.  Bud was in the U.S. Army.  It was 1943 and the world was at war.  Bud was scheduled to ship out to Europe in a week or so.  We did not need a ship to get to the Forum Theater.  We took the Route 66 trolley on Frankford Avenue.  It was a highlight of my young life.  I don’t know what I enjoyed the most, going to the Forum Theater, watching the high-profile movie and wondering what it would be like to confront a hostile Indian attack, or just being with Bud Wilson for an afternoon.


Bud’s mother, Mary Wilson, was a surrogate mother for all of the children in the neighborhood.  She was a big baseball fan.  Mrs. Wilson kept us apprised of current standings of the major league baseball clubs.  After Bud was inducted into the army, she shepherded groups of neighborhood children by public transportation out to Shibe Park to watch the Philadelphia Athletics and the Phillies play major league games.  It was a long distance to the ball park.  It involved two trolleys and the Frankford Elevated.  That was quite an undertaking for a middle aged woman with no adult help.  
The baseball routine was disrupted when Mrs. Wilson received the telegram saying that Bud was killed in an airplane crash in Italy.  It was not a combat situation.  A group of soldiers was returning from a short sightseeing trip to Rome.  It was foggy.  The instruments for aircraft navigation were not very advanced in those days.  The plane flew into the side of a mountain.  Mary Wilson was devastated.  The neighbors pretty much agreed that Mrs. Wilson’s heart problems began when she received the news of Bud’s death.


The heart attacks restricted Mary Wilson’s activity, but she increased her focus on Don Donaghy and me, two of the youngest children on the block.  Don and I lived about five doors apart; and we were in the same class in school.  Mrs. Wilson made it a point that we got to see professional baseball games, particularly those games that involved significant players.  When the St. Louis Browns came to Philadelphia to play the Philadelphia Athletics, it was no surprise that Mrs. Wilson took the older children out to the ballpark to see one of the games.  On the other hand, Don and I were surprised when she took us out to Shibe Park the next day.  
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The left fielder for the Browns was Pete Gray.  Pete had only one arm.  His right arm was amputated after it was mangled in a farm accident.  When he fielded a ball, he would quickly lob the ball straight up and then remove his glove by sticking it under the stump of his right arm.  Then, he would catch the ball in his bare hand and throw it to the infield.  He batted left-handed, swinging the bat like a tennis racquet.  Mrs. Wilson said, “The war is coming to an end, and Pete Gray will never be able to play in the major leagues when the war is over.  The real major leaguers will be coming back.  Now you will be able to say that you saw the only one-armed baseball player ever to play in the major leagues.”  She was right.


Moreover, we told people not only that we saw Pete Gray but also that we saw the St. Louis Browns.  The Browns ball club did not last long once the war ended and the “real” major league players returned to the game.


And what about Errol Flynn and his movie?  In the movie, Flynn played the part of Colonel George Armstrong Custer who made his last stand and met his end at the Battle of the Little Bighorn in Montana in 1876.  A few years ago, Cathy and I were in Montana.  We drove 200 miles out of our way just to visit the Little Bighorn Battlefield.  The real story was a lot different than the movie.  Custer made a big mistake trying to take on 4,000 Indians with only 221 cavalrymen under his command.  Interestingly, one of Custer’s cavalrymen was named Ludwig St. John.


I adopted “cousin” Ludwig on the spot.
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